Key issues in the treatment of advanced breast cancer. Expectations and outcomes.
Advanced breast cancer is common and can cause extensive morbidity, often over long periods of time. A variety of treatments, including symptomatic measures, surgery, radiotherapy, endocrine treatment and cytotoxic drugs, may be applicable for individual patients. Cytotoxic chemotherapy is the most contentious therapy because of its potentially severe adverse effects. While clinical trials give information concerning objective response rates, they are of relatively little value in ascertaining the true value of treatment in routine practice. In recent years, increasing importance has been attached to the evaluation of symptom relief and quality of life. A scoring method for outcome analysis has been developed, in which the resultant of beneficial and adverse effects of treatments is estimated. Sensitivity analysis demonstrated the robustness of this method, which indicated that only about 20% of all patients with advanced breast cancer given first-line chemotherapy gain net benefit. This result was corroborated in a prospective study in which patient reports of benefit were systematically recorded. Most of the expenditure incurred when treating patients with advanced breast cancer is derived from treatment of serious illness rather than from specific antitumour treatment; cytotoxic drug therapy accounts for less than 10% of total expenditure.